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Розробляючи транснаціональний підхід до квір-досліджень, бінарність 
між пострадянським "Сходом" і так званим "Заходом" проблематизує  
виникаючий дискурс. Теоретизація квір на пострадянському просторі 
вимагає того, що соціолог Франческа Стелла називає "альтернативною 
епістемологією", котра висуває на перший план питання про видимість: як 
зрозуміти квір там, де історично й ідеологічно підкреслювалася сексуальна 
невидимість? Розглядаючи це питання поряд з обговоренням Мішелем 
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Фуко дискурсивної практики сексуальності як продукту модерну та 
капіталізму, виникає інша проблема: як можна зрозуміти сексуальність у 
просторах, які історично уникали капіталістичної ідеології? Більш того, як 
сексуальні практики, включно зі структурами сім'ї та спільноти, 
ускладнюються в репресивних політичних системах? Відповідаючи на ці 
питання, у статті досліджується здатність літератури сприяти новому 
діалогу для розуміння квір у пострадянському контексті. Спираючись на 
поняття спорідненоості та приналежності, література бере участь в 
розробці альтернативних епістемологій для розуміння квір на 
пострадянському просторі.  
Ключові слова: література, пострадянський, квір, ЛГБТ, фемінізм, 
феміністська теорія, гендер, сексуальність, спорідненість, Людмила 
Улицкая, Оксана Забужко 
 
При разработке транснационального похода к квир-исследованиям 
бинарность между постсоветским "Востоком" и так называемым 
"Западом" проблематизирует формирующийся дискурс. Теоретизация 
квир на постсоветском пространстве требует того, что социолог 
Франческа Стелла называет "альтернативной эпистемологией", 
выдвигающей на первый план вопрос видимости: как понять квир там, где 
исторически и идеологически подчеркивалась сексуальная невидимость? 
Рассматривая этот вопрос наряду с обсуждением Мишелем Фуко 
дискурсивной практики сексуальності как продукта модерна и 
капитализма, возникает иная проблема: как можно понять сексуальность 
в пространствах, которые исторически избегали капиталистической 
идеологии? Более того, как сексуальне практики, включая структуры 
семи и сообщества, усложняются в репрессивных политических 
системах? Отвечая на эти вопросы, в статье исследуется способность 
литературы способствовать новому диалогу для понимания квир в 
постсоветском контексте. Опираясь на понятие родства и 
принадлежности, литература участвует в разработке альтернативных 
эпистемологий для понимания квир на постсоветском пространстве. 
Ключевые слова: литература, постсоветское, квир, ЛГБТ, 
феминизм, феминистская теория, гендер, сексуальность, родство, 
Людмила Улицкая, Оксана Забужко 
 
In developing a transnational approach to queer studies, the alleged binary 
between post-Soviet ―East‖ and the so-called ―West‖ has troubled and challenged 
this emerging discourse. Theorizing queerness within a post-Soviet framework 
requires what sociologist Francesca Stella refers to as ―alternative 
epistemologies‖ that foreground the question of visibility: how can queerness be 
understood in places that have historically and ideologically emphasized sexual 
invisibility? Considering this question alongside Michel Foucault’s discussion of a 
discursive practice of sexuality as a product of modernity and capitalism, a more 
evocative issue emerges: how can sexuality be understood in spaces that have 
historically eschewed capitalist ideology? Moreover, how are sexual practices, 




including the structures of family and community, complicated in the wake of 
repressive political systems? As a response to these questions, this article 
explores literature’s capacity to facilitate new dialogues for understanding 
queerness within a post-Soviet context. By building on the concepts of kinship and 
belonging, literature and participates in the development of alternative 
epistemologies for understanding queerness within post-Soviet spaces.  
Keywords: literature, post-Soviet, queer, LGBTQ, feminism, feminist theory, 
gender, sexuality, kinship, Ludmila Ulitskaya, Oksana Zabuzhko 
 
Actuality. In the effort to develop a transnational approach to queer studies, 
the binary between post-Soviet Eastern Europe and the so-called West has 
troubled, and even opposed, this emerging discourse. Theorizing queerness 
within a post-Soviet framework requires what sociologist Francesca Stella refers 
to as ―alternative epistemologies‖ [Stella, 2015: p. 3] that foreground the question 
of visibility: how can queerness be understood in places that have historically and 
ideologically emphasized sexual invisibility? Considering this question alongside 
Foucault‘s discussion of a discursive practice of sexuality as a product of 
modernity and capitalism, a more evocative issue emerges: how can sexuality be 
understood in spaces that have historically eschewed capitalist ideology? 
Moreover, how are sexual practices, including the structures of family and 
community, complicated in the wake of repressive political ideologies and 
systems? The concepts of kinship and belonging facilitates new dialogues for 
queerness within a post-Soviet context, and in so doing, it provides alternative 
epistemologies for understanding queerness within post-Soviet spaces. Drawing 
from contemporary, post-Soviet literatures of Ukraine and Russia, and particularly 
the works of Lyudmila Ulitskaya and Oksana Zabuzhko, the purpose of this article 
considers literature‘s dialogical capacity to negotiate (and renegotiate) queer 
space within this political and ideological landscape. It is through the narrative 
development of queer and LGBT lives, as well as also their fictional integration 
within traditional familial structures, that both Zabuzhko and Ulitskaya‘s narratives 
further normalize and destigmatize queer sexuality for their post-Soviet audiences.  
For Russia and Ukraine, the post-Soviet condition has historically created an 
unwelcome sociopolitical climate for queerness. This is due in part to the 
ideological provisions established during the Soviet Union that aimed to reinforce 
and stabilize a prescribed ―Soviet‖ family, working for the development of the 
state. As such, reproduction played a significant role in the solidification and 
promotion of Soviet ideology. Secondarily, the pathologization of homosexuality is 
a byproduct of many Eastern European religious establishments. Despite the 
Soviet dismantling of religion, Orthodoxy remains an integral part of cultural and 
sexual practices, reinforcing conservative and normative sexual and reproductive 
behaviors. For those whose identities and behaviors are perceived as ―anti-
normative‖ or ―perverse,‖ a life of sexual invisibility is not only expected but also 
necessary for survival both psychically and psychologically. Unlike its Western 
European counterpart, which has had a history of queer social outlets, 
homosexuality in Soviet Eastern Europe lacked its own cohesive sociopolitical 
community. During the early twentieth century when other European nations were 




modernizing, Russia imagined itself on the periphery, effectively denouncing what 
historian Dan Heley refers to as a European ―geography of perversion‖ in favor of 
developing a ―national sexual mythology that celebrated their own natural purity 
and located Russia between the dangers of a neurasthenic Europe, and a 
depraved, ‗backward‘ East‖ [Heley, 2003]. Despite the efforts of many post-Soviet 
nations to further the process of nation-building, queer persons have been and 
continue to be marginalized and denied civil rights, thus confining their personal 
and sexual lives are confined to secret, invisible spaces.  
Lyudmila Ulitskaya is one of the first female Russian authors to write queer 
characters sympathetically, and her writing often focuses on problematizing 
familial relationships, upsetting the moral certitude that accompanies a 
conventional family structure. This disruption and reimagining of family speaks to 
what anthropologist Inna Leykin calls ―Rodologia,‖ which translates roughly as 
―kinship‖ in English. Rodologia operates as a kind of amateur genealogy that uses 
the concept of kinship to understand political and social traumas specific to a 
Soviet past (Gulags, war, collectivization, etc.). This approach attempts to give 
meaning to a history of Soviet violence and to ―organize one‘s relation to a Soviet 
past and make sense of fundamental changes occurring in meanings of political 
order in post-Soviet Russia‖ [Leykin, 2015: p. 135]. It, in other words, connects the 
emergence of the individual alongside the development of a post-Soviet state. 
Notably, the pathologization of homosexuality is not unique to a Soviet or post-
Soviet context; however, the ways in which homosexual and queer lives have 
emerged and been sustained is particular to the social structures of these spaces. 
As such, they require unique narratives that address or draw from the existing 
expectations and knowledge of their audiences. Ulitskaya‘s troubling of the 
traditional family confronts hidden queerness within ―acceptable‖ familial 
boundaries, using kinship to expose a history of pathologized queerness and 
homophobia within a Soviet history. In so doing, she challenges her readers‘ 
assumptions and expectations for how these familial dramas will play out.  
Ulitskaya‘s 1992 short story ―Angel‖ is often viewed as an important 
depiction of hidden queerness within a Soviet family. Importantly, although this 
text is a departure from shameful depictions of homosexuality, Ulitskaya‘s 
complication of the family does not necessarily seek to liberate queer post-Soviet 
life. The narrative follows a professor, Nikolai Romanovich, who marries a woman 
to become closer to her son, Slava. Nikolai imagines that he is raising and 
schooling the boy ―lovingly and chastely,‖ and later, when he is an adult, seduces 
him. After Nikolai‘s death, Slava begins to come to terms with his own sexuality, 
as the narrator describes: ―At the age of nineteen, he was well aware that he 
belonged to a rare and special breed of men condemned to furtiveness and 
secrecy because those soft protuberances enveloped in fabric disgusted him‖ 
[Ulitskaya, 2005: p. 187]. Ulitskaya‘s depiction of Slava‘s sexual awakening is 
absent of shame, yet he retains the knowledge that, as a homosexual, he must 
remain hidden. His self-knowledge is later consummated when he meets a new 
male lover: ―They made strong, masculine love, of which Slava had had only an 
inkling before…It was what Slava had been wanting and what Nikolai Romanovich 
had been unable to give to him. It was a night of nuptials, of initiation, and of 




ecstasy beyond the reach of music. A new life began for Slava‖ [Ulitskaya, 2005: 
p. 190]. This imagery of two men engaged in a passionate, fulfilling, and 
consensual sexual relationship without guilt or shame is still foreign to many 
Russian readers; however, Ulitskaya dramatizes this openly for her early post-
Soviet audience. In this way, she reconstructs the conception of ―family‖ to 
produce a new understanding of queerness within a space of oppression and 
invisibility.  
Despite its departure from pathologizing homosexuality, ―Angel‖ ends with 
Slava‘s death, presumably by an ex-lover or anti-gay violence, as the narrator 
muses: ―who other than a maniac could have wanted to kill Valita (Slava), a man 
who had nothing other than a desperate longing to be loved by a man?‖ 
[Ulitskaya, 2005: p. 192]. Elizabeth A. Skomp and Benjamin M. Sutcliffe‘s 
assessment of this ending emphasizes the victimhood of homosexual men, as 
they conclude, ―Ulitskaya‘s character is a victim of intolerant Soviet society but 
also, more disturbingly, of his own homosexuality—no positive straight characters 
meet with such a grisly end‖ [Skomp and Sutcliffe, 2015: p. 149].  Their 
conclusion, however, dismisses Ulitskaya‘s literary critique of a society in which 
LGBTQ people must remain invisible. Slava‘s gruesome death is the obvious 
tragedy, yet the societal conditions that allowed for it to occur are the real source 
of shame. In this way, Ulitskaya challenges the conscience of her post-Soviet 
audience, and though this form of rodologia, she urges them to reexamine their 
own assumptions by evoking the question: how does the severity of the past 
shape the failures of the present? And moreover, how can the public‘s awareness 
of such failures cultivate greater dignity, unity, and visibility? 
This question of belonging continually resurfaces for queer communities. 
While Russia has more recently received attention for its treatment of LGBTQ 
people, less frequently are these issues discussed within other post-Soviet 
countries like Ukraine. As Tamara Martsenyuk comments in her 2012 study, 
Ukrainian legislation towards LGBTQ civil rights has reflected the majority‘s 
inability to accept ―lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender people as citizens of 
Ukraine with human and civil rights, even though Ukraine—in transition to 
democracy, an open society, and equality—officially declares that all people have 
human rights‖ [Martsenyuk, 2012: p. 51]. As Ukraine has transitioned, some of the 
writing that has emerged challenges the spaces associated with ―belonging‖ from 
the perspective of not only national identity, but also sexual identity and 
citizenship. 
Oksana Zabuzhko has had an unprecedented role in shifting Ukraine‘s 
literary and feminist landscape in the late 1990s by writing about women‘s 
sexuality. In her 1998 short story, ―Girls,‖ Zabuzhko describes an intimate, sexual 
relationship between two young girls, Darka and Effie. The narrative shifts 
between the spaces and experiences of adolescence and adulthood, and through 
this movement she demonstrates how their relationship remains within a private, 
hidden space, both in its physicality as well as within their own memories. Almost 
immediately, Zabuzhko works against normative assumptions about gender 
relationships. Her use of lush, sensual language elicits the text‘s sexual urgency 
from its very first line, ―Darka saw her in the trolley, the sweaty, June-soaked 




trolley, brimming with people and their smells: sweet, almost corpselike, female, 
heavy, equestrian, yet oddly palatable, and even stimulating, sexual, distinctly 
male‖ [Zabuzhko, 2005: p. 1]. By sexualizing a space as ordinary as public 
transportation, Zabuzhko uses the text to interrupt her Ukrainian audience‘s sense 
of where sex and sexuality belongs. Brought into a broader cultural discourse, this 
troubling of sexual space poses the idea that built, human space is also sexual 
space, indistinguishable from the ―private‖ spaces of sexuality that are often 
privileged, heteronormative sites of knowledge.  
Through the temporal shifting in ―Girls,‖ Zabuzhko provides the reader with 
two different spaces: Soviet and post-Soviet, positioning adult Darka as an object 
of a Soviet history. She begins with an erotic, ―forbidden‖ space in which Darka 
and Effie develop an intense sexual and emotional relationship as young girls, 
only for Effie to later be removed from school for promiscuity, and specifically a 
relationship with an older male teacher. Their estrangement as adults reflects this 
trauma: despite Darka‘s career success, she has endured two divorces and 
unhappy relationships with men, and Effie is heavily medicated and diagnosed 
with nymphomania. Darka narrates:  
OK, let's sum up, and what have we got? Some reputation in her field, some 
financial independence, provided such a thing is at all possible under our 
circumstances, and two published books, one of them based on her thesis, and 
one textbook for the University, and two divorces, and honorary membership in 
three western academies which is worth exactly shit but will do for an obituary. 
[Zabuzhko, 2005] 
Through their diverging lives, Zabuzhko exposes the perceived social ease 
that accompanies a sexually normative lifestyle; however, underneath there is an 
unexposed misery. When Darka sees Effie as a troubled adult, she wonders, 
―Literally. Nymphomania, Vovka Lasota confirms the diagnosis—and why 
nymphomania, Darka wants to object, why not the hysteria of an abandoned 
woman…isn‘t it nice for [doctors], they have a diagnosis for everything, and, here, 
have some pills‖ [Zabuzhko, 2005: p. 16]. Zabuzhko effectively exposes a 
troubling facet of queer and sexual pathologization. Whereas Darka sees her as a 
product of social stigmatization and alienation, medically she is labeled ―perverse.‖ 
There is a simultaneous sense of loss as well as, for Darka, an awareness of own 
survival, as she asks herself, ―Why the hell, of the two of us, did I have to be the 
survivor?‖ [Zabuzhko, 2005: p. 18]. Her question exposes her sense that her life, 
her marriage, her performance as a heterosexual woman is a façade. While Effie 
is treated as ―ill,‖ Darka suffers the fate of invisibility.  
Zabuzhko‘s narrative in ―Girls‖ speaks to Laurie Essig‘s discussion of Soviet 
and post-Soviet compulsory heterosexuality. In her study Queer in Russia, she 
explains how, ―the Soviet system demanded that one be labeled as ‗married‘ in 
order to obtain scarce resources like housing and jobs‖ [Essig, 1999: p. 97]. At its 
roots, the issue of queer, post-Soviet space connects back to a historical 
relationship with physical, built space, and one that relates to biopower. In this 
way, queerness is the ungrateful occupant of domestic space and is thus rejected. 
If one cannot reproduce biologically (as a non-normative sexuality implies), 
contributing to the propagation of the national idea, one does not deserve to 




occupy space. This is what Zabuzhko refers to in her acclaimed Fieldwork in 
Ukrainian Sex as women‘s ―sexual victimhood.‖ Likewise, in her narrative in 
―Girls,‖ Zabuzhko directs the reader‘s attention to this, as Darka reflects miserably 
at the end: 
And this grief, live and burning, for all those things we did not become and 
never will become…And here this disgust with herself, this nausea, this toxicity of 
the self…all of life‘s undigested garbage spilling over the top, how does it fit us in, 
the decomposing corpse of her last marriage…all the pent up hatred for herself 
and the world. [Zabuzhko, 2005: p. 18]. 
 Zabuzhko‘s narrative is one of not only queer invisibility, but also of trauma, 
speaking to the common, yet ignored social ―duty‖ of a prescribed sexual life. 
Darka‘s failed marriage is akin to a corpse, embodying her own grief, while Effie 
remains institutionalized. Her narrative speaks not only to the hiddenness of 
queer, non-normative sexuality, but it also exposes the challenges of a life and a 
system that voids one of her true self. In an interview about her controversial 
depictions of sexuality, Zabuzhko commented ―Sexual life belongs almost entirely 
to that ‗invisible part‘ of our existence—I‘d say it constitutes our ‗third life,‘ along 
with the daily, conscious one, and with the one we conduct in our dreams‖ [Hryn, 
2008].  
Conclusions. By engaging the question of belonging and rodologia, and 
particularly within a space weighted by a history that has challenged queerness, 
there is an enduring complexity built into the negotiation of post-Soviet queer 
spaces and lives. As a response, literature offers a critical narrative space, and 
one that is rooted in the long (and often painful) process of building queer 
epistemologies. It draws from individual and collective memories to articulate and 
bring visibility and humanity to a pathologized history, and in so doing, it 
reconfigures individual and collective histories. Although many post-Soviet writers 
remain reluctant to openly include queer narratives, the contributions of Zabuzhko 
and Ulitskaya are part of a growing effort to bring visibility and acceptance to 
queer constructions of post-Soviet space, including the family structure, political 
visibility, and the acquisition of civil rights. This process is not complete on its own, 
as it works alongside the contributions of other artistic mediums, movements, 
fields, and research that further shape and influence the social and political 
consciousness. However, as a dialogical medium, literature constructs new 
paradigms for essential knowledge within emerging negotiations of queerness in 
post-Soviet culture. They have worked intrepidly within this space to excavate and 
liberate voices that have been and remain silenced. 
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ЧОМУ КУЛЬТУРНИЙ ШОК – ЦЕ НЕ ВИЗНАННЯ ЛГБТ, А ВИЗНАННЯ 
КУЛЬТУРНОЇ НАЛЕЖНОСТІ ГЕТЕРОСЕКСУАЛЬНОСТІ: ДОСВІД 
СТУДЕНТСЬКИХ ЕСЕ 2010-Х 
В умовах полікультурності сучасного українського суспільства, що 
зумовлює плюралізм мислення та стилів життя, є запит на дослідження 
ставлення до ЛГБТ. З позиції критичного підходу і інтерпретативної 
методології здійснено аналіз студентських есе, в яких здійснена спроба 
аргументувати визнання ЛГБТ за допомогою поняття культурного шоку. 
Застосування ж методики подвійної герменевтики дозволяє зрозуміти 
ґенезу формування ставлення до інших. Думки студентів стосовно 
позитивного і негативного ставлення суспільством до ЛГБТ 
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